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Fig.1  Supernode, a 600ft2 unsupervised, student-run makerspace at UC Berkeley 

INTRODUCTION 

UC Berkeley is home to several makerspaces – from the 
professionally staffed and maintained Jacobs Hall to the li-

brary-supported but student-operated bMakerspace, each has 

a different point in the space of staffing models, access poli-
cies, and focuses. Here, we describe the experiences of Su-

pernode [1], a student-run, 24/7, partially staffed makerspace. 

While other student-run makerspaces exist [2, 3], and yet 

more are operated professionally with the help of student staff 

[4], spaces that are open without some kind of staff presence 

are rare. In this poster, we describe our operational model, 
users, and problems we have encountered along with possible 

mitigations. 

THE SPACE 

Supernode is located in the Chenming Hu Innovation Lab, a 
600 sq. ft. room provided by the Electrical Engineering and 

Computer Sciences (EECS) department. For a makerspace 

without constant supervision, capabilities and accessibility 

must be balanced with safety and security. 

A. TOOLS AND FOCUS 

As a makerspace located in the electrical engineering build-
ing and primarily run by EECS students, our focus is pri-

marily electronics, with 4 benches of oscilloscopes, soldering 

irons, waveform generators, and power supplies. As more 

power users have made use of our space, we have also ob-

tained specialty tools including a DC load, current probe, 

stereo microscope, and advanced soldering equipment. 

While electronics test equipment is generally seen as low risk, 

heavy power tools like drill presses and mills are not, and we 

do not provide those. However, we do stock a variety of hand 

tools and run some light fabrication machines, including 

FDM 3d printers and a small, fully-enclosed CNC mill. 

B. ACCESS POLICIES 

We generally aim to maximize access to tools while mini-
mizing barriers to entry. When the doors are open (usually the 

case throughout the day during the semester), all are welcome 

to come in and use the tools. Otherwise, cardkey access is 

granted upon completion of a half-hour orientation session, 

which is available, for free, to all members of the campus 

community. 

C. ORIENTATION AND TRAINING 

Orientation consists of a basic introduction to the space, 
policies, and equipment. We try to encourage respect for the 

space and equipment by emphasizing our very limited re-

sources (“we don’t have regular funding; broken tools tend to 

stay broken for quite a while”) and appealing to their 

self-interest (“do you want ants? Eating in here is how you get 

ants!”). We make it clear that we are primarily student vol-

unteer run and have limited custodial services (“don’t be that 

person that leaves a mess for everyone else to clean up”). 

We further believe that overwhelming users with equipment 

operating procedures during a training session is neither ef-

fective nor productive, so orientation focuses on a high-level 

introduction with pointers to other resources. We additionally 

post one-page-maximum quick-start guides with equipment. 

D. STAFFING 

Supernode is primarily student-run, with hands-off oversight 
from the EECS instructional lab group. Student lab managers 

are nominated by current lab managers, and formally ap-

pointed by the student groups that constitute Supernode. 

Overall, the lab manager role is not strictly defined and allows 

each to contribute based on their interests, such as conducting 

orientations, cleaning up, and fixing equipment.  

There are no set hours when lab managers are in, and a con-

stant staff presence is impractical with 24/7 access. Aside 

from scheduled orientation sessions, users must be either 

self-reliant, or ask one of their peers for help. This is balanced 

out through self-serve documentation and running popular 

tools that have plenty of online documentation. 

USERS 

Throughout our five years of operation, we have had 791 
people go through cardkey orientation (712 undergraduate 

students, 53 graduate students, and 26 other – typically staff 

or university affiliate), and presumably more who have used 

our space without opting for cardkey access. 

Supernode has supported all kinds of projects, including in-

dividual personal projects, project teams (including the solar 

vehicle team, drones club, and two space groups [5, 6, 7, 8]), 



  

class projects [9, 10], and the occasional researchers. 

Additionally, the solar vehicle team has been one of the core 

users over Supernode’s existence, and many of our lab 

managers are also members of the team. Having a long-term 

project and organization associated with this space brings 

benefits of contribution to upkeep and knowledge transfer 

through generations of students.  

FUNDING AND RESOURCES 

Overall, Supernode does not receive regular funding or have 
paid staff for routine upkeep tasks. However, the EECS in-

structional labs staff provides administrative support and 

sometimes supplies us with inexpensive items like rolls of 

solder and small hand tools. 

We acquire equipment through a combination of grant ap-
plications (primarily Student Technology Fund [11]), student 

organizations which have tools that they are comfortable 

sharing, industrial donations, and obsolete equipment from 

other campus labs. 

We stock consumables and electronics parts. Very low-cost 

items (like resistors and LEDs) are free, while higher cost 
items (like 3d printing filament and PCB blanks for milling) 

are available for purchase with payment on the honor system. 

Combined with sporadic donations of overstocked parts and 

income from locker rentals, this has proved to be sustainable 

so far, and we are unaware of any significant abuse. 

ISSUES AND MITIGATIONS 

While a partially-staffed makerspace allows practical 24/7 

access, we have observed several issues and discuss mitiga-
tion strategies that do not depend on constant supervision. 

A. CLEANLINESS 

One primary upkeep issue is with users failing to clean up 
after themselves. The lack of a supervisory presence means it 

is impossible to enforce that users leave workspaces in at least 

as good a conditions as they found it. 

We try to encourage users to clean up by emphasizing its 

importance during orientation sessions and by providing 

self-service, out-of-the-way unsecured storage. Items aban-

doned for a few hours are officially designated free parts. 

Solely relying on users for upkeep is, so far, still impractical. 

Surprisingly, we also discover a large amount of abandoned 

parts at the end of each academic year. 

B. THEFT 

As most of our high value equipment is locked down (even if 

somewhat bypass-able), theft has not been a major issue. It 
appears that a nonzero-but-low barrier to room access is suf-

ficient, and security cameras provide additional deterrent. 

However, there is a tendency for users to borrow small tools 

and forget to return them (or return them ages later). We have 

instituted a policy of “tools do not leave the room”, and have 

needed to lock down some popular yet inexpensive items, like 
wire strippers. 

C. EQUIPMENT DAMAGE 

Equipment damage from misuse is the final major problem, 
which drains resources by requiring time to diagnose and fix, 

and money to acquire replacement parts or replace outright. 

The primary mitigation is providing easy-to-use tools which 

have self-protection features. For example, soldering iron tip 

damage used to be a significant problem when users forget to 

turn off the irons. We have since acquired new irons with 

timeout functionality and are seeing higher tip lifetimes. 

Furthermore, we marked excessive temperatures settings on 

the dial and posted additional warnings. 

In terms of reducing maintenance time, choosing the right 

equipment is key, and reliability is king. 3d printers, in par-

ticular, have been a major time-sink for repairs and im-

provements, and we are hoping that the auto-calibration and 

fault-detection features of more modern printers will signif-

icantly reduce downtime and upkeep effort. Preliminary ex-

periences have shown it more consistent than older devices. 

As our lab managers are primarily also makers, we conduct 

repairs of equipment ourselves where possible. While this 

saves on money, and is often even enjoyable, it does require 

expertise on the machines in question. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Supernode provides the UC Berkeley campus community 
with a minimal-barrier-to-entry makerspace. We give our 

users access to a set of widely-applicable but generally safe 

tools, enabling 24/7 unsupervised access. Our 5 years of op-

eration demonstrate the feasibility of this model, and we share 

our practical approach to maximizing access. 
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